Improving Malaysian rural learners’ writing skill: A case study  by Jalaluddin, Ilyana et al.
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.04.013
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1845–1851
WCES-2011
Improving Malaysian rural learners’ writing skill: A case study 
Ilyana Jalaluddina *, Melor Md Yunusa, Hamidah Yamat a
aUniversiti Kebangsaan Malaysia,43600 UKM,Bangi,Malaysia 
Abstract 
This is a case study approach where three learners and an English teacher from a secondary school were involved. In this study, 
the effect of teacher’s assistance in developing rural learners’ skills in writing had been looked into depth through five-months of 
observation at one of the rural area schools in Malaysia. Findings showed that these learners improved in terms of vocabularies 
when the teacher provided interactive approach via writing process approach. Three aspects were identified as important in the 
writing process which were teacher’s questioning, commenting and giving clues technique in improving the learners’ writing 
skills. In the usual practice, the teacher will drill the learners in writing where the learners are needed to do as many essay writing 
exercises as possible to prepare them for major examination. These findings thus has called for Malaysian English teachers to 
reconsider their approach which is more exam-oriented and focused more on the process itself in teaching English language. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In Malaysia, learners in rural areas achieved a lower score in the English subject, whether at Lower Secondary 
Examination (PMR) or Malaysian Certificate of Education (SPM) levels. This has attracted a full attention from the 
Ministry  of  Education  Malaysia  (MOE),  since  the  results  of  both  major  examinations  (SPM and PMR) showed a  
significant gap between the schools in rural areas and urban areas for the past few years. Based on the report by 
Malaysian Examination Syndicate, Ministry of Education Malaysia (2008), a higher percentage of Grades D and E 
for English PMR among rural area learners was reported compared to urban area learners from 2006 to 2008. SPM 
results from 2006 to 2007 also showed a higher percentage of rural area learners obtaining Grades 7D, 8E and 9G 
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2008). MOE has identified writing as the main obstacle for learners in getting 
good marks either at PMR or SPM level in 2008. This is because the writing component bears 85 marks of the total 
marks at SPM level and 60 marks at PMR level. Year after year, examiners have expressed with great dismay the 
fact that after having learnt English language for eleven years at school, Malaysian rural learners in most cases 
failed to produce even a short paragraph of intelligible writing (Samuel & Zaitun Bakar, 2008). A lot of effort and 
suggestions have been put forward to attract the learners from rural areas to learn and master the English language. 
One of the government programs is the First Step Program which emphasizes on reading and writing to help rural 
learners improve their command of English. However, MOE reported that “the effectiveness of the program and the 
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quality of teachers teaching the language in rural schools is still a big question” (Anon, 2008: 19). This is because 
“the command of English language in rural schools, in Teluk Intan specifically, is still poor” (Anon, 2008). 
Recently, teacher’s roles have been given prominence in Malaysian education field as this is the factor that poses 
great influence on the development of learners, both intellectually and emotionally (Mok Soon Sang, 2008). Based 
on Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory, writing can be looked from four basic principles. Firstly, learners should be 
seen as an active participant where they ought to seek assistance from a more capable individual and gradually 
towards the end, they are able to perform by themselves. This lead to the second basic principles that is writing 
development cannot be separated from its social context. Social context somehow provides the learners the 
knowledge and experience that the learners need in order to perform. Specifically, learning to write needs the 
gradual assistance from a teacher which is the third principles. The teacher here does not guide at the beginning of 
the process but facilitate throughout the process. Finally, in the writing process, language plays a central role in 
mental development. This is because through language, learners come to understand the concept in writing as 
language may foster vocabularies and can serve as their prior knowledge.  
2.  Methodology 
The study was conducted in Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Angsana (pseudonym), Teluk Intan, Perak. This 
school was selected as it fits the criteria of a rural area outlined by Malaysian Education Ministry (2007) and is one 
of the schools which achieved the lowest percentage in English either in PMR or SPM in Hilir Perak district (SMK 
Angsana Data Unit, 2007; The Star, November 12, 2008:19). In this study, three learners and an English teacher 
were observed for five-months in the classroom. In order to identify the learners’ actual writing skills, seven writing 
tasks were collected to be analyzed in identifying the learners’ writing proficiency level. Out of seven essays, four 
were selected to be discussed in response to the research question: How does teacher’s assistance affect the 
learners’ writing skills. The participants’ compositions scripts were important because they provided data on the 
learners’ writing proficiency level and indicated changes after assistance was given by the teacher. These four 
essays were selected based on the writing process that mostly took place in the classroom. The other three essays 
were mostly done at home. The researcher decided to choose these four essays based on this criteria because it 
would allow a more genuine writing skills development report. When these four essays were selected, they were 
analysed by relating to the assistance provided by the teacher while they were composing the four essays. These four 
essays were compared between the first and second draft to see the learners’ development in writing after teacher’s 
assistance had been provided. The learners were found to improve in terms of vocabulary items, grammar 
component and idea development. These three aspects were then presented and discussed closely with the 
observation details so as to show the effects and changes. However, this paper will only discuss on the vocabulary 
aspects. 
3. Writing process in this study 
In this study, the teacher assisted the learners in five different ways through three main stages which were pre-
writing, writing and post writing to  help  them discovered  what  they  tried  to  convey.  In  the  pre-writing  stage,  the  
teacher focused more on the learners’ content. At this stage, she preferred to ask questions first to elicit more ideas 
from the learners rather her giving all the ideas to the learners. Thus, the questions would finally lead to a class 
discussion where all the learners were involved to give their opinion. By questioning and encouraging the learners to 
talk about their writing, the teacher came to realize what needed to be done to help them, and it also helped the 
learners to be their own resources rather than relying on others to correct their writing. This finding also reflects the 
new framework by Flower and Hayes (1990) which emphasized on medium (tool) such as guided questions and 
comments as part of the composing process. In this study, it showed that planning and generating ideas become 
easier for the learners with the teacher’s questions. It was like a brainstorming process where the teacher probed 
learners with questions and the learners were able to elaborate more on the ideas. After the learners finished listing 
their rough ideas, the teacher would give 30-40 minutes for them to write their first draft. They were allowed to 
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discuss  with  their  peers  as  well  to  develop their  ideas.  After  they  had finished and submitted  their  first  draft,  the  
teacher would mark and assist the learners in two ways; giving comments and clues. There were two types of 
comments given by the teacher which were verbal and written comments. Apart from the comments, the teacher also 
assisted the learners by giving clues or guided information such as Malay words or examples that portrayed the 
learners’ real life situation. This had helped the learners in this study to find the suitable words to convey their 
meaning clearer. However, if the learners were unable to develop their writing with the clues given, the teacher 
would also give suggestions to the learners. The suggestions given were in detailed where the sentences were 
underlined and numbered accordingly to indicate the errors. At this stage as well, the teacher also started to focus on 
the language as well. Here, she would carry out editing activities which was called sentence surgery. During the 
activities, the teacher would prompt questions to help the learners to identify errors and correct their sentences. After 
the sentence surgery exercise, the learners would write their second draft. When the learners worked on their second 
drafts  either  in  group  or  individually,  the  teacher  also  monitored  the  learners’  progress  closely  and,  she  sat  and  
discussed with the weak learners. This portrayed the teacher-learner writing conference style where the teacher had 
a brief discussion with the learner writer for the purpose of helping the writer while the paper was still in progress. 
After  the  second draft  was  be  completed,  the  learners  then  submitted  it  to  the  teacher  and she  would  provide  the  
marks or grade. In sum, the teacher in this study was using scaffolding strategies in teaching writing. Vygotsky 
defined scaffolding instruction as the “role of teachers and others in supporting the learner’s development and 
providing support structures to get to that next stage or level” (Raymond 2000: 176). Scaffold in this study included 
models, cues, prompts, hints, partial solutions, modeling and direct instruction. It was observed that she firstly 
worked with new knowledge and accepting partially correct responses. In the first strategy, when the teacher 
suspected the learner did not have the ideas or words needed for a particular text, she explained and gave a cue with 
something she knew that the learners understood from another reading or encountered in their daily life. This cue 
prompted the learners to complete the next step of the task.  Teacher’s assistance can briefly summarized and 
presented in the following figure 1 below; 
Figure 1 Writing process in this study 
Based on figure 1 above, it showed that the teacher created a prototypical element of writing process which 
involved drafting, editing and rewriting. In doing so, the teacher was able to question, and comment to get 
clarification and elaboration from the learners systematically and indirectly help to improve the learners’ draft 
consequently. In sum, with this intervention, it is thus important to see how teacher’s assistance affects the learners’ 
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writing skills specifically. This will be further discussed in the next section on teacher’s assistance in developing the 
learners’ writing skills; 
4. Teacher’s assistance towards rural learners’ writing skills 
This section discusses how the assistance provided by the teacher contributed to the learners’ writing skills. 
Seven essays were collected from three learners namely Farah, Haslina and Aishah. Nevertheless, two essays will be 
discussed in this paper by comparing their first and second draft. The two essays were: Essay 2 (My father), and 
Essay 3 (Footprint);
4.1. Farah 
Teacher’s comments had assisted Farah in choosing a more suitable word that explains the intended meaning. In 
her  Essay  3,  teacher’s  verbal  and written  comment  caused her  to  change her  choices  of  words  to  a  more  suitable  
word. During the pre-writing process, Farah asked her teacher the word ‘intai’ in English and the teacher gave 
options whether ‘peek’ or ‘peep’ (Observation, 29th July 2009). Farah then decided to choose ‘peep’ after checking 
the meaning in the dictionary (Observation, 29th July 2009). Nevertheless, when she submitted her first draft, the 
teacher underlined the sentence ‘I peep the alien behind the bushes’ (First draft) and thus indicated that the sentence 
was wrong. This made Farah changed again the word ‘peep’ (First draft) to a more suitable word that is ‘I quietly 
hid myself behind the bushes’ (Second draft). Indirectly, it showed that Farah perhaps decided to use a simple word 
‘hid’ that was familiar to her rather than ‘peep’ which she was unsure at the beginning. Her unfamiliarity with the 
word ‘peep’ was evidenced in the observation data where she referred to the dictionary for confirmation. This again 
implies that when she saw underlined sentences, Farah became more meticulous with her choices of words to ensure 
that everything was clearly written and understood by the teacher. She did it by deleting the ambiguous idea 
underlined by the teacher like discussed earlier and secondly, she opted to use simpler word that she was familiar 
with.  Besides in the form of ‘underline’, written comments and questions also changed the words used in Farah’s 
writing. In other examples in Essay 4, the teacher commented that sentence 35, 36, 37 and 38 were not well 
organized (First draft). In her first draft, Farah wrote; 
Unfortunately, my leg and my hand was tied up (sentence 35) with ropes to a mast (sentence 36) outdoor 
(sentence 37) and my mouth also tied up (sentence 38).  
The teacher then gave written comments and also suggestions to improve the sentences as stated below; 
Sentence 35  – one leg and one hand only? Or both legs and hands?
Sentence 36  – ‘pillar’ is the correct word. 
Sentence 37 – ‘outside the house’ is the correct phrase. By the way, if I were the burglar, I would not put you 
outside the house because people might see and find out what has happened. So, I think that burglars must be 
real stupid. 
Sentence 38 – What? How did they tie up your mouth? I can never imagine that!!! 
Based on the teacher’s written comments above, few changes were identified in her second draft. Her sentences 37 
to 38 in her second draft had been changed to; 
Unfortunately, my legs and my hands was tied up (Sentence 35) with rope to a pillar (Sentence 36) outside 
(Sentence 37) the house and mouth also be gagged (Sentence 38) 
Based on the excerpt above, it showed that Farah used teacher’s suggestions by changing the word ‘mast’ (First 
draft) to ‘pillar’ (Second draft). Next, Farah also changed ‘leg and hand’ to plural forms to answer the teacher’s 
comment of ‘one leg and one hand only? Or both legs and hands?’ (First draft). Besides, Farah also searched for the 
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best  word  to  replace  her  phrase  ‘mouth also tied up’ (First  draft)  when  she  knew  the  word  was  illogic  after  the  
teacher made a remark ‘What? How did they tie up your mouth? I can never imagine that!!!’. Farah then replaced, 
‘tie up’ (First draft) with ‘gaggled’ (Second draft) which was more suitable to describe the action. However, though 
the teacher commented that it was a ‘stupid’ (First  draft)  action  if  the  burglar  tied  her  outside  the  house  because  
people might see what has happened, Farah still kept on with her original idea and wrote‘…my legs and my hands 
was tied up with rope to a pillar outside  the house…’  in her second draft. Here, she only changed ‘outdoor’ (First 
draft) to ‘outside house’ (Second draft). Overall, teacher’s questions and comments either written or verbal, for this 
Essay 3 managed to guide Farah on idea’s clarification. Farah tried to clarify her ideas by answering the teacher’s 
questions and at the same time changed her words when the teacher could not understand her plot.  
4.2. Haslina 
In Essay 3, Haslina translated many Malay words with the help of teacher’s hints. This had finally guided her in 
forming a full sentence in her essay. During the discussion for pre-writing of Essay 3, Haslina asked the teacher the 
English for ‘tasik’ (Observation, 29th July 2009). The teacher then gave option either ‘lake’ or ‘pond’. Based on the 
options given, Haslina looked for the meaning of the word ‘lake’ and ‘pond’ in her dictionary (Observation, 29th
July 2009). By referring to the meaning in the dictionary, Haslina then decided to use the word ‘lake’ to form her 
sentence.  Haslina  finally  managed to  write  ‘I  saw a  group of  frog  at  a  beautiful  lake’  in  her  first  draft.  Similarly,  
when Haslina tried to write her second sentence, the teacher helped her with the translation as well. Haslina asked 
two Malay words to the teacher which were ‘sebagai’ and ‘hukuman’ (Observation, 29th July 2009). The teacher 
again gave two options for each Malay word that Haslina asked. Firstly, the teacher gave options ‘as’ or ‘for’ for the 
word ‘sebagai’, secondly ‘penalty’ or ‘punishment’ for the word ‘hukuman’ (Observation, 29th July 2009). Haslina 
again checked the words in the dictionary and decided to use ‘as’ and ‘punishment’ in her sentence ‘the prince asked 
me to join them as a punishment’ (First draft). Obviously, teacher’s hints managed to help Haslina in forming her 
sentences. Eventhough the sentences were grammatically incorrect, Haslina was able to express her ideas using 
suitable words. This is because the teacher’s hints made Haslina sought for meaning clarification in the dictionary. 
Based on the meanings that she obtained from the dictionary, Haslina then managed to make decision on her choices 
of words correctly. This perhaps implies that teacher’s approach of giving two options rather than directly gave the 
answer, had directed Haslina in terms of suitability of English words in certain contexts. This is because one English 
word may have two different meanings depending on the context. In Haslina’s case, teacher’s hints actually helped 
her in decision making of word choice. In addition, there is an interference of L1 in Haslina’s writing. Haslina 
processes her ideas in L1 thinking (i.e. Malay language) and is unable to produce it in L2 (i.e. English language). 
Nevertheless, teacher’s hints acted as assistance here by easing the translation process from Malay to English words.  
4.3.  Aishah 
Aishah also made a lot of changes in her second draft in terms of vocabulary based on the detailed written and 
verbal comments given by her teacher. In Essay 2, Aishah changed her sentence 1 ‘He always wear towel at home’ 
(First draft) after the teacher asked ‘what if there is a guest, does he still wear towel?’(Observation, 8th July 2009). 
She then changed the frequency of ‘wearing the towel’ from ‘always’ (First draft) to ‘sometimes’ (Second draft). It 
showed that the teacher’s question made her realized the logical of her sentence. In her second draft, she finally 
wrote ‘Sometimes he just wears towel at home’ (Second draft). In other instances, Aishah also added new 
vocabulary to give a clearer picture in her second draft. In her first draft of Essay 2, the teacher underlined sentence 
5 and 13 as portrayed in Table 1 below; 
Table 1 The differences between first draft and second draft
Sentence First draft Second draft 
5 He will wears jeans trousers that had torn and he will 
keep that trouser until he can’t use it. 
He will wear a pair of faded and worned-out jeans and he will keep 
that trouser until it couldn’t be used anymore. 
13 Besides that, my father rarely forget his liability either 
in religion, as leader in his family or else. 
Besides that, my father never forget his responsibility either in 
religion, as leader in his family or other responsibilities. 
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The teacher then indicated that she needed to further elaborate the word ‘jeans’ to make it clearer. Therefore, in 
sentence 5, she described more about the jeans to give a clear picture by adding adjective ‘faded and worned-out 
jeans’ (Second draft) to her sentence. Furthermore, Aishah also made many changes in terms of her vocabulary in 
Sentence 13 ‘Besides that, my father rarely forget his liability either in religion, as leader in his family or else’
(First draft). Here, the teacher circled the word ‘rarely’, ‘liability’ and ‘else’ in her first draft. Firstly, the word ‘else’
(First  draft)  which  was  circled  by  the  teacher  was  changed to  ‘responsibilities’ (Second draft).  Clearly,  the  word  
‘else’ here had become more specific. Then, the word ‘liability’ (First draft), which had been used incorrectly in the 
first draft and underlined by the teacher, had been changed to ‘other responsibility’ (Second draft) which made the 
meaning of the sentence more logic. Finally, the degree of frequency of the action ‘rarely forget’ (First draft) had 
also been changed to ‘never forget’ (Second draft). Thus, it is more suitable for the phrase ‘a Muslim responsibility’
as in reality; it is a must for a Muslim to carry out his responsibilities as a head of the family. In the second draft, 
sentence 13 finally was rephrased to ‘My father never forget his responsibility either in religion, as leader in his 
family and other responsibilities’. Though there is still grammatical error in terms of subject verb agreement in the 
rephrased sentence, the meaning is clearer compared to the first draft.
Overall, Aishah improved her essay based on the written comments given by the teacher in the first draft and 
during  the  discussion  of  Essay  2.  Though  there  was  no  new  ideas  been  added,  the  comments  given  made  her  
improved on vocabulary and tenses. Secondly, Aishah’s elaboration was clearer with the additional descriptions that 
she added in the second draft after the teacher underlined it  in the first draft.  This implies that Aishah understood 
more when the teacher gave written rather than verbal comments. When the teacher commented her verbally, she 
tended to repeat the same errors in her second draft. Indirectly, this type of method (i.e. underlining the 
grammatical) supported Schor’s (1983:115) ideas that “these errors should be considered a low-order as focusing 
comment on mechanics in no way diminishes the focus on the ideas which need to be sorted out first, that the bones 
of a paper need construction before we beautify the skin”. In Aishah’s case, teacher’s practice of underlining all the 
grammatical errors has perhaps creates a concept that mechanics, syntax, punctuation, and spelling need to be sorted 
out first. It obviously diverted Aishah’s attention from her ideas development. 
5. Pedagogical implication 
Findings in this study showed that the rural learners as writers could be involved in the process of planning, 
drafting, revising and editing. The process of writing not only allowed them to find direction in their writing but 
they were able to understand the process involved in the writing of their composition too. By involving in the 
process, the rural learners were able to seek options and foster their own creativity to produce effective piece of 
composition. For instance, the learners in this study were able to find suitable vocabulary to express their ideas. 
Therefore, the process is important in writing classroom in order to help the learners to become skilled writers. In 
addition,  the  learners  should  be  part  of  the  writing  process  as  it  allowed  the  learners  to  get  feedback  from  their  
audiences immediately. In sum, writing process approach adopted by the teacher in this study managed to help the 
learners to see the bigger purpose of writing that was to communicate their ideas and opinions effectively, and 
secondly to engage with the ideas in the text. This thus requires a different pedagogical approach in teaching writing 
in Malaysian classroom. It will be more feasible if the teacher can implement writing process approach in teaching 
writing. Even though Malaysian schools generally aim more than 12 written works done by the learners per year, it 
is observed that the learners in this study were able to produce less than the targeted number of essays per year when 
writing process approach is implemented. In this study, the learners managed to write seven titles of essays per year. 
However, even though the number of essays produced in this study less than the expected numbers set by the school, 
the quality of the written work improved in terms of vocabulary, content and grammar components. Apart from that, 
the  learners  were  able  to  justify  on  how to  improve  their  peers’  writing.  This  was  achieved through the  drafting,  
rewriting and editing process which derived from writing process approach. This in the way required a change in 
teacher’s mindset that the quality of the essays is far more important than the quantity itself.     
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6. Conclusion 
To summarize, writing in this study portrayed that it is both a social and a cultural activity in that the acts of 
writing cannot be looked at in isolation but must be seen in their social and cultural contexts. In relation to this, this 
study utilizes the model proposed by Flower and Hayes and also the theory by Vygotsky such as scaffolding and 
Zone Proximal Development. Vgotsky theory circled around the concept that “human beings are social from outset 
and gradually develop into individual” (Steward, 1995). The implication for this is that the need to consider the 
interaction between teacher and learners in a process approach manner. Furthermore, if teaching methodology is to 
support writing skills and writing self-efficacy development, then classroom activities need to guide the learners in 
finding their own effective planning processes. This may require teacher to change their mindset from focusing on 
the product alone to the process that involve drafting, editing and rewriting which may take considerably teacher’s 
time and energy. Given that,  this study suggests that the best help the teacher can give is to provide learners with 
ideas  for  planning  in  the  early  stages  and  to  let  them  take  up  those  skill  independently  in  the  end.  In  sum,  it  is  
essential for the teacher to consider writing process approach and the element of writing self-efficacy to get a better 
picture of the writing progresses. 
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